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Abstract 
The problem that this study focused on was that there was minimal evidence on whether 
or not nursing students become more assertive throughout their academic education. The purpose 
of this study was to compare the assertiveness scores of sophomore level nursing students and 
senior level-nursing students. The study was guided by Hildegard Peplau’s theory of 
interpersonal relations in nursing, which focuses on the therapeutic process between nurses and 
patients, rather than on internal patient pathology. The descriptive, comparative study used a 15-
question survey design and a convenience sample of sophomore and senior level nursing 
students at a large urban Midwest university. Recruitment, informed consent, and data collection 
occurred during the sophomore and senior classes. An independent sample T test was used to 
determine group differences in assertiveness. The results revealed that the sophomore level 
students were more assertive than the senior level-nursing students. 
 Introduction 
 Assertiveness is the ability to express one’s feelings, opinions, beliefs, and needs directly, 
openly and honestly, while not violating the personal rights of others (Ellis & Hartley, 2005). 
Assertive staff nurses are able to present suggestions in a direct, comfortable way, give and take 
criticism, assess the rights and responsibilities in a nursing situation, and act on assessments in a 
thoughtful problem-solving way (Clark, 2010). Lack of assertiveness results in diminished 
communication efficacy, thus compromising patient care (Poroch and McIntosh, 1995). When 
nurses express a lack of confidence and a lack of assertiveness, patients may notice. If those 
patients do not feel that nurses are confident in their work, they will not have a strong trusting 
relationship. For nurses to empower their patients, they need to be assertive (O’Mara (1995).  
Assertiveness should not be mistaken for aggressiveness, which involves inappropriate 
ASSERTIVENESS IN NURSING STUDENTS 3
expression of thoughts, emotions and beliefs in a way that violates the rights of others (Lawton 
and Stewart, 2005).  
 Nurses’ development of assertiveness and effective communication skills should begin in 
nursing education programs, where students are encouraged to express opinions and personal 
rights with the hopes of encouraging empowerment and enhancing autonomy (Baggs & Spence, 
1990; Ibrahim, 2011; Lee & Crokett, 1994).  Classroom-based knowledge is not always easily 
transferred to clinical practice (Jones, 2007). Therefore, students need to practice their skills 
through demonstration, role-play, and experience in clinical lab so that they can receive support, 
direction and feedback from nursing faculty. By doing this students may be able to practice their 
skills in a non-threatening environment that can be observed by faculty in order to evaluate and 
give feedback (Zavertnik, Huff, & Munro, 2010). The purpose of this study was to compare the 
assertiveness scores of sophomore level nursing students with the assertiveness scores of senior 
level-nursing students at a large midwestern university baccalaureate-nursing program. The 
following questions were answered: Is there a statistically significant difference in assertiveness 
scores between sophomore level nursing students and senior level nursing students? Is there a 
relationship between assertiveness and demographic factors, such as age, race, gender, years of 
nursing experience, employment in a health care setting, and basic nursing education? These 
questions were important when determining the assertiveness of nursing students and the effect 
of the nursing curriculum on their assertiveness throughout the program. 
Review of Literature 
 Researchers have consistently found that nursing student’s perceived assertiveness 
increased progressively throughout their nursing education and training (McCabe & Timmins, 
2005, 2010; Wise, 1980). Using a three-part questionnaire, Ibrahim (2010) studied 207 nursing 
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students to see if the level of assertiveness increased or decreased throughout their nursing 
education. They found that 62.5% felt assertive in the first year of nursing school, and 67.2% felt 
assertive in the fourth year. The results showed that the senior level students felt slightly more 
assertive in the hospital and education setting than the sophomore level students. These results 
are similar to those found by Deltsidou’s (2008) whose study looked at the level of assertiveness 
in nursing students from their sophomore to senior year. The study consisted of 298 nursing 
students who participated in a questionnaire to rate level of assertiveness throughout their 
education. The findings showed that the students felt more assertive in their education and in the 
hospital setting as they progressed throughout the program.  
Researchers have also found a positive correlation between the level of assertiveness and 
assertiveness training throughout their education (McCabe & Timmins, 2005; Kageyama, 
Kobayashi, Nagami, Shimazu, & Yamagishi, 2007). Kageyama et al. (2007) studied 25 nursing 
students and had them participate in a three weeklong web-based stress and assertiveness class. 
They found that the participants felt more assertive after the training (P = 0.031) than before the 
assertiveness class. Implications were that assertiveness training should become a component in 
all nursing programs because it may increase students’ confidence and it could allow them to feel 
more comfortable in their education and in the hospital setting.   
 Few researchers have investigated demographic factors such as age, gender, experience, 
and nursing education on assertiveness. Unal (2012) examined assertiveness in 79 nursing 
students and found that age and sex were not related with assertiveness. However, studies show 
that male or female nursing students may be viewed differently if they are assertive (Hargie & 
McCartan, 1990; Kilkus, 1993). McCabe and Timmins (2005) studied 27 nurses and found that 
regardless of gender, age, and amount of education, BSN educated nurses without any 
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assertiveness training were less assertive than those who had assertiveness training. Even the 
amount of clinical experience did not compensate for the lack of assertiveness training and 
experience (Hargie & McCartan, 2004). Therefore, there is little known about the relationship 
between assertiveness and demographic factors in sophomore and senior level students, which 
supported the need for this study.  
Theoretical Framework 
 The study was guided by Hildegard Peplau’s theory of interpersonal relations in nursing. 
This theory focuses on the nurses’ attention away from the internal patient pathology to the 
therapeutic process between the nurses and patients (Peplau, 1997). By switching this focus, 
every interaction with patients becomes an important therapeutic opportunity to teach patients 
and to empower them to make changes (Peplau, 1997). There are three phases to the theory: 
orientation, working, and termination (Peplau, 1997). The orientation phase is mostly a one-sided 
conversation, where the nurse identifies him or herself, and explains the purpose, nature, and 
time of meetings (Peplau, 1997). The nurse will then seek essential information about the patient 
and also set the tone for future interactions. The working phase is where planning, patient 
education, and the physical care of the patient. Nurses also provide knowledge to their patients 
and build on their own previous knowledge as well. The third phase is the termination phase. 
This phase provides time for summarizing and closure of the work that has been accomplished 
(Peplau, 1997). Planning for termination begins during the working phase (Peplau, 1997) with 
nurses carefully guiding all of these phases. This theory also stresses the importance of the 
nurses’ ability to understand their own behavior to help others identify problems they are 
experiencing (Peplau, 1997).  
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 To provide competent care for patients, nurses must first develop a trusting relationship 
with the patient. This relationship is established in the orientation phase.  Nurses need to 
establish the framework for what the relationship will consist of and work with the patient to 
come up with reasonable goals. Assertiveness is defined as the ability to express one’s feelings, 
opinions, beliefs, and needs directly, openly and honestly, while not violating the personal rights 
of others (Ellis & Hartley, 2005). Assertiveness is an important quality for nurses in all three 
phases because it is used to accomplish precise patient care. Establishing the trusting 
interpersonal relationship allows nurses to make suggestions, communicate openly with patients, 
and be assertive in their care. Peplau’s theory gives nurses guidelines on how to put each phase 
into practice. Based on this theory, it is expected of nurses to have a good understanding of their 
own behaviors and attitudes, have a strong trusting relationship with their patients, and have 
good communication skills. The nurses need to be assertive in their work to provide competent 
care for their patients. Studying nursing students has allowed the co-investigators to see if the 
students were learning these skills throughout the nursing program.  
Methods 
 Design 
 This was a descriptive, comparative study using a survey to collect data. Following study 
approval from the university institutional review board, data were collected with a 25- item 
questionnaire measuring assertiveness skills in nursing students at the sophomore level and 
senior level. The demographic data included: age, gender, years of nursing experience, and basic 
nursing education.  
Setting and Sample 
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 The setting was a nursing school at a large urban public university in the Midwest of the 
United States. There are 27,000 students at the university. There are approximately 450 students 
currently enrolled in the school of nursing, and approximately 150 students per level.  
The sampling of the population was conducted through convenience sampling. The 
inclusion criteria included: at least 18 years of age, current enrollment in the traditional 
undergraduate baccalaureate nursing program and sophomore and senior level students. 
Participants were not excluded based on gender, ethnicity, or age, as long as they were at least 18 
years old.  
Sampling and Data Collection Procedures 
 As stated earlier, the sampling of the population was conducted through convenience 
sampling. Sophomore students completed a total of 79 surveys, and senior students completed a 
total of 116 surveys. The co-investigators obtained permission from two professors in the school 
of nursing to take approximately 20 minutes of their class time and explained to the subjects the 
study and asked for participants. The research project was designed to compare assertiveness 
levels between sophomore and senior students. All students in the class received copies of the 
informed consent (see Appendix B) and the survey. The participants filled out the questionnaires 
during their class time. Once they were completed, the questionnaires and were returned 
facedown and directly to the co-investigators. Completed questionnaires implied informed 
consent. Surveys did not include identifying information and were kept in a locked file cabinet in 
the sponsor’s locked university office. Only the members of the research team had access to the 
file cabinet. All of the data was entered into a SPSS file for analysis, and only the co-
investigators and sponsor had access. All surveys have been destroyed since the study is 
completed.  
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Measures 
 The Rathus Assertiveness Schedule (RAS, see Appendix C) was used to measure 
assertiveness and was modified slightly by the co-investigators for the purpose of focusing on 
nursing students alone. The tool contained 20 items, which were scored on 6-point Likert scales 
with response options ranging from “very much unlike me” (coded as -3) to “very much like me” 
(coded as 3). Sample items include:  
1. I am careful to avoid hurting other people’s feelings, even when I feel that I have been 
injured.  
-3  -2  -1  1  2  3 
2. When I am asked to do something, I insist upon knowing why.  
-3  -2  -1  1  2  3 
3. Most people seem to be more aggressive and assertive than I am.  
-3  -2  -1  1  2  3 
4. To be honest, people often take advantage of me.  
-3  -2  -1  1  2  3 
Ratings from all items were coded so that higher scores indicate a higher level of assertiveness. 
Item ratings will be summed with scores ranging from -60 to 60. The RAS has shown to have 
moderate to high test-retest reliability (r= .78; p<.01) and split-half reliability (r= .77; p<.01) 
(Elsevier, 1973).The co-researchers also used the Cronbach alpha tool, which measured the 
internal consistency of the study. Validity was established based on the terms of the impressions 
respondents made on other people (.33r’s.62; p’s<.01) and in terms of their indications of 
how the respondents would have behaved in specific situations in which assertive, outgoing 
behavior could be used with profit (r= .70; p<.01) (Elsevier, 1973). The survey used for the study 
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on nursing students was modified from the original RAS. Therefore, the reliability and validity 
of this study may vary from the original RAS. The survey also contained five items dealing with 
the demographic variables: age, gender, ethnicity, years of nursing experience, and basic nursing 
education.  
Data Analysis 
 The data was analyzed using SPSS, a statistical analysis program. Descriptive statistics 
were used to describe the sample, the variables, and the levels of assertiveness. Independent 
sample t-tests were used to determine group differences in assertiveness mean scores. Pearson 
correlation coefficients were used to determine the relationship between assertiveness and age. If 
the alpha or p value was less than 0.05, then the variables were significantly different. If the p 
value was greater than or equal to 0.05, then the variables were not significantly different. 
Variables Sophomore Senior 
N 79 116 
Age 22.3 23.8 
Sex                Male 21(26.5%) 28 (24.2%) 
                      Female 57 (73.5%) 88 (75.8%) 
Race              Black 1 (1.4%) 4 (3.4%) 
                      Caucasian 72 (91%) 106 (91.3%) 
                      Asian 3 (3.7%) 3 (2.65%) 
                      Hispanic 2 (2.5%) 3 (2.65%) 
                      Other 1 (1.4%) 0 
Employment 43 (54.4%) 57 (49.1%) 
Healthcare Employment 31 (72%)  43 (75.4%) 
 Table 1. Descriptive statistics 
 
Table 1 shows descriptive statistics for the sample. More seniors (116) than sophomores (79) 
participated in the study, possibly because senior student have a better understanding of the 
importance of research and are more willing to participate. The mean age for both groups was 
nearly the same. This could be explained by the current trend of people seeking a second career 
and choosing health care, resulting in the students being older since they may already have 
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completed a degree. The demographics showed that the majority of the sophomore and senior 
level-nursing students were Caucasian. Less than half of the sophomore students were employed, 
and of those students, 72% of them were employed at a health care facility. More than half of the 
senior nursing students were employed, and of those, 75.4% of those students worked at a health 
care facility. Pearson Correlation showed only a very weak, positive (.113) correlation between 
age and assertiveness scores and this was not significant (p=.116) in this study. 
t-test Mean Mean T value P value 
Sex (F) 5.41 (M) 11.30 -2.243 .033 
Employment (Y) 4.69 (N) 9.21 -1.976 .049 
Healthcare Employment (NHC) 6.39 (HC) -.156 1.332 .028 
Rank (So) 7.5 (Sr) 6.48 .431 .667 
Table 2. Comparison of Means 
 
Table 2. Shows the comparison of mean assertiveness scores. Scores for males were higher than 
females and this was a significant difference (p= .033). This tool measures the participants 
perception of assertiveness and it is not surprising to find men report perceiving themselves 
significantly more assertive than females. A significant difference (p=.049) was found between 
assertiveness scores for students who were employed (4.69) and those who were not (9.21). The 
co-investigators suspect that the students who were not employed may not be aware of the 
degrees of knowledge and effective communication skills essential for successful assertiveness.  
 The statistics indicate that students employed in non-health care positions reported 
themselves as being more assertive than those who were employed in a health care facility. This 
might be explained by the fact that non-health care jobs may not require as much responsibility 
and knowledge as those who care for and maintain the lives of others. Therefore, these 
employees may be more assertive in their workforce due to the lack of responsibility as those 
who work at a health care facility. Nurses encounter stressful workloads, high standards of job 
performance, and long hours with limited breaks in the health care setting. Since nurses are held 
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to these high standards, new graduates may appear less assertive since they have not mastered 
these difficult skills yet. Although the data also indicated that the sophomore level students were 
more assertive than the senior nursing students, this result was not statistically significant. It is 
speculated that these results may be due to the fact that sophomores feel like they have a longer 
period of time to master the difficult skills that senior level students are expected to have 
achieved in the school of nursing. In contrast to this, the senior level students are preparing to 
graduate and they are expected to be knowledgeable enough to practice as a registered nurse. 
This can be extremely intimidating and overwhelming for new graduates. The process of 
becoming a nurse is difficult and these students are held to very high standards compared to 
other professions, which may lead nursing students to become less assertive. 
Conclusion 
 Sophomore level-nursing students describe themselves as slightly more assertive than the 
senior level-nursing students at the large midwestern university baccalaureate-nursing program. 
It is crucial that nurses and students develop assertiveness skills so that they can provide safe and 
effective care for patients. Expressing positive and negative feelings honestly and 
straightforwardly, without anxiety or intimidation, can empower assertiveness and better the 
communication in the health care environment. This can also allow the nurses to improve their 
care to their clients, peers, and even themselves. Nurse educators are the leaders of the next 
generation of nurses, and it is vital that they motivate their students to express their opinion and 
personal rights. Educators could improve student assertiveness skills by implementing classes 
that focus primarily on assertiveness skills and training, more simulation exercises throughout 
the program, and more clinical time rather than classroom learning. Their job is also to empower 
their students and enhance their autonomy throughout their education and career. Conducting 
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